front-line Irish nationalist and unionist officers to the 1916 Rising and its aftermath. Their findings have illustrated that the reaction of Irish officers to the events of 1916 varied greatly according to their political beliefs but that, overall, the wartime experiences of Irish battalions never significantly contrasted with those to be found within the British Expeditionary Force. 2 These conclusions are somewhat unsatisfactory, as insufficient attention has been given to the reaction of front-line infantry soldiers. To deal only with the reaction of front-line officers necessarily offers an incomplete picture. Furthermore, a wider perspective is necessary if we are to apprehend more fully the impact of political upheavals in Ireland on front-line Irish battalions. Political unrest in Ireland moulded the perception of Irish units among other combatants, exposing Irish battalions to pressure. In addition to the 1916 Rising and its aftermath, the 1914 home rule crisis impacted upon the internment of Irish prisoners of war, while the 1917-18 conscription crisis influenced the war experiences of infantry soldiers and officers alike.
The present article draws on a range of new primary sources to assess the impact of political unrest in Ireland on Irish soldiers. A thorough analysis of the 'Report of prisoner of war camp at Limburg and the attempted formation of a so-called Irish brigade', coupled with an assessment of the interviews and reports compiled by the Committee on the Treatment of British Prisoners of War lends support to the hypothesis that the internal turmoil in Ireland had a more significant impact on the war experiences of Irish P.O.W.s than has been assumed to date. 3 Additional information gathered from the Monica Roberts Collection offers evidence of the reactions of Irish units to the 1916 Rising. In the light of the testimonies written by soldiers for their war godmothers, there is ample indication that the anti-conscription movement in Ireland undertook a campaign aimed at fostering a climate of mistrust of Irish battalions and had a significant impact on them. Drawing on the private correspondence of Irish chaplains, located at the Irish Jesuit Archives in Dublin, and on the personal diaries of British officers and men held in the Liddle Collection at the University of Leeds Library, it is possible to conclude that the 1917-18 anti-conscription campaign had an impact on some British officers and men fighting in France, who were led to voice their indignation at their Irish comrades. This adds weight to the view that 'the Easter Rising of 1916 has for too long overshadowed what was in fact a more important political event, that of the 1917-1918 Conscription crisis'. 4 More generally, the evidence indicates In order to re-evaluate the impact of political unrest in Ireland on Irish soldiers in the First World War, this article will begin by considering briefly the expectations and motivations of Irish recruits in the British army. The article will then examine the manner in which the home rule crisis shaped German attitudes towards Irish P.O.W.s. The next section of the article aims to demonstrate that political events in Ireland in 1916 had considerable repercussions for Irish battalions. Finally, and most importantly, the article addresses the impact of the post-Rising executions and the conscription crisis. In general, the evidence indicates that while some British units did register the consequences of the 1916 Rising, some of them began targeting their Irish brothers-in-arms after Irish M.P.s reaffirmed their opposition to conscription. Several Irish units experienced pressure from their British brothers-in-arms during the conscription crisis in Ireland and faced widespread suspicion from British troops. Consequently, the conscription crisis resulted in the singling out of Irish units, contributed to their unease and exposed them to the resentment of other combatants of the British army.
I
The First World War experiences of Irish units cannot properly be studied without taking into account the impact of political unrest in Ireland. In January 1913, unionists raised an armed militia, the Ulster Volunteer Force (U.V.F.), to counter the threat of home rule.
5 A pragmatic convergence of interests gradually fostered a de facto alliance with Germany. On 24 April 1914, 35,000 rifles and rounds of ammunition arrived in Larne harbour from Germany. 6 Three months later, on 26 July, proponents of home rule who had founded the Irish Volunteers (a paramilitary organisation ready to oppose the Ulster Volunteer Force) awaited the arrival of 2,500 rifles and 176,000 rounds of ammunition from Germany. Before the outbreak of the war, therefore, Germany had lent support to both nationalist and unionist paramilitary organisations. In July 1914, two citizen armies were preparing for civil war in Ireland.
Great Britain's declaration of war on Germany, on 4 August 1914, and the British authorities' decision to postpone home rule for the duration of the war, complicated the strategies of nationalist and unionist militias, which found themselves more or less compelled to support Britain's call to arms and could no longer rely on covert German support. Many Irish nationalists believed firmly that backing Britain would help them to secure home rule. By contrast, staunch unionists hoped their own display of loyalty would cement their attachment to the United Kingdom. They enlisted therefore in the hope that this would prevent the establishment of a Dublin parliament to which Ulster would be constitutionally bound. 7 Of course, not all Catholic army recruits were motivated by a nationalist agenda, nor did all Protestant volunteers fight in order to oppose home rule. The invasion of Belgium had a considerable impact on the motivations of Irish recruits. 8 The war furthermore provided an opportunity for men in their prime to live a unique experience and to confront the unknown in foreign lands.
9 Economic considerations also came into play, as many men volunteered because of unemployment and low pay. 10 The kaleidoscopic political composition of the Irish battalions explains the contrasting reactions of front-line Irish infantry officers and men to political unrest in Ireland during the war.
II
The 1914 home rule crisis and the possibility of the outbreak of civil war in Ireland had aroused the attention of the German government which tended to regard Irish units as though they represented two homogenous entities. This led the German authorities to envisage that nationalist volunteers would betray their British uniform and enlist in the German army. Regular Irish troops experienced the repercussions of the home rule crisis directly as soon as they entered the war. Indeed, whereas the three newly-raised 20 On 2 November, Arthur Zimmerman, state secretary for foreign affairs, invited Casement to Berlin. 21 This unofficial alliance between the German authorities and Irish rebels was clearly a factor in the decision by the Germans to reserve specific treatment for Irish prisoners of war. 22 This had consequences for regular Irish units who arrived in France with the British Expeditionary Force in August 1914. They became the first troops to be affected by the existence of a covert pact between Germany and Irish republicans.
In the early months of the conflict, Germans 35 The outrage of the Irish prisoners took various forms, leaving the Germans in no doubt as to where their loyalties lay. The Germans projected onto the regular Irish battalions their own perceptions of Irish political allegiances, in the absence of a more precise understanding of the 'diversity of Irishness'. 36 The Germans wrongly viewed Irish troops as a single entity and, moreover, failed to grasp the manner in which the promise of home rule served as a channel for constitutional nationalism. Indeed, most regular officers and men who had nationalist sympathies embraced its constitutional variety, in the knowledge that the only way to secure a devolution of powers rested with a British victory in the war. 37 The resistance of Irish prisoners led to the imposition of two weeks' punishment and a reduction of the daily bread ration from 750 to 300 grams.
38 After a few weeks, the Germans again halved rations and began putting prisoners to work. According to one Transport Medical Officer, eighty prisoners starved to death rather than put on German uniforms between January and July 1915. 39 Whereas Irish soldiers had benefited from special treatment upon their arrival, conditions deteriorated subsequently. 40 The recourse to collective punishment was usually intended 'to exert pressure on the opposing state', collective reprisals in this case were a ploy intended to break the prisoners' loyalty to the British army. 41 The Irish political situation shaped the Germans' view of Irish combatants from the start of the war. In this sense, internal political unrest in Ireland influenced the wartime experiences of Irish troops before the Easter Rising. Therefore, the Easter Rising cannot be identified as the first internal Irish event to impact directly on Irish First World War combatants. The evidence indicates that the home rule crisis had consequences for the treatment of Irish prisoners of war from the start. The German decision to view Irish troops as potential allies, coupled with the infliction of various forms of physical and moral abuse, forced P.O.W.s to draw upon their personal resources to summon up the capacity to resist. When the Germans realised that the Irish had not been won over by the propaganda aimed at them, their treatment worsened. The Germans did manage, with considerable difficulty, to mobilise around fifty members for their Irish brigade, but they were not shipped to Ireland. When the 1916 rebellion broke out, no Irish P.O.W. participated in the events of Easter week. 42 
III
'Nothing saddened the [soldiers with the 2 nd Royal Irish Rifles] more than news of the Rising', confessed their chaplain, Father Gill. 43 The Easter Rising erupted in Dublin on 24 April 1916 and ended in failure five days later. 44 The multifaceted and conflicting reactions of front-line Irish troops to the uprising epitomises their multiple allegiances. A regular Irish soldier of the British Expeditionary Force wrote that 'there [was] no one more sorry to hear of the rising than the Irish troops'. 45 Regular soldiers with the 2 nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers felt that the insurrection had 'disgraced their country'. 46 In addition to their disbelief, Irish soldiers worried about their families in Ireland. 47 The resulting anguish added considerably to the prevailing level of stress among the troops. Many feared for their relatives' safety, especially in cases where families lived close to the streets were clashes had occurred. The lack of reassuring news from relatives further undermined the soldiers' morale. 48 Christopher Fox, a regular front-line private, confessed: 'those murderers when I think of them it makes my blood run cold. I think of some poor fellows out here fighting for their country and them murdering cowards I suppose have killed some of their mothers and fathers or their wives and children as the case may be'. 49 Frustration gripped soldiers who were enraged at their inability to engage the rebels. Regular Irish soldiers 'would [have] like[d] nothing better than to see the rebels sent to the front'.
50 Meanwhile front-line soldiers asserted that the British government 'should shoot the lot of them straight off'. 51 One soldier expressed the wish that his unit could leave the front line to go to Dublin in order 'to exterminate the blighters'.
52
British officers serving in Irish units noted an equally strong condemnation on the part of their soldiers.
53
Recruits to the 36 th Ulster Division felt extremely resentful when they learned of the rebellion that had broken out in Ireland. Soldiers with the 14 th Royal Irish Rifles 'recruited from the Young Citizen Volunteers, an initially non-political body, which had become aligned with Unionism', pointed out that as far as they were concerned, they would have preferred to 'see less pity for … these insurgent dogs who [had taken] advantage of the troops being absent … to loot, rebel and murder crowds of innocent people'.
54 'I suppose they will hang all the ring-leaders. the traitors deserve', wrote Lieutenant Patrick Hemphill. He added: 'The beauty of the thing is that they will all be tried by court-martial which has no lenient tendencies.' 55 The Ulster Division's indignation consisted in displays of their loyalty to the empire: to denounce the treason of the republicans was to prove their British affiliation. The dreadful spectre of a handful of rebels endeavouring to overthrow British rule in Ireland appalled unionist units elsewhere. In Alexandrovsk, on the eastern front, the Royal Naval Armoured Car Squadron (R.N.A.S.) experienced difficulties in the aftermath of the rebellion. Operating in isolation from other British troops and fighting alongside the Russian army, 'a small minority, inflamed by a diet of illegally hoarded rum and barrack-room rhetoric, demanded repatriation at once. When told that it was impossible they became angry, threatening to …. sail to Ireland themselves. For a while they were beyond their officers' control.' 56 The Ulster Volunteer Force had strong ties with the R.N.A.S. and had encouraged Irish unionists to enrol in the unit. Under the effect of alcohol, unionist volunteers envisaged returning to Ireland in order to quash the Rising.
IV 'I will never forget the men's indignation [when they heard about the rebellion]. They felt they had been stabbed in the back', confessed a fervent nationalist officer with the Connaught Rangers. 57 The voluntary recruits of the 16 th Division had, to some extent, enlisted because they anticipated the introduction of home rule after the conflict. After the Rising, advocates of home rule realised that the events of Easter week had weakened constitutional nationalism. 58 William Redmond, brother of the leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, collapsed on hearing news of the Rising, 'sobbing bitterly like a child'. 59 However, voluntary recruits and regular soldiers of the British Expeditionary Force also condemned the executions of the ringleaders. A sergeant with the 2 nd Royal Irish Rifles, while he denounced the rebels, nonetheless disagreed with the executions of the leaders: 'My fellow soldiers had no great sympathy with the rebels, but they got fed up when they heard of the executions of the leaders. I experience a cold fury, because I would see the whole British Empire damned sooner than hear of an Irishman being killed in his own country by any intruding stranger.' 60 Fresh executions ignited consternation among regular soldiers of the 2 nd Royal Irish Rifles, who ultimately denounced the repression of the insurgents. Not only did they question the legitimacy of the executions, they also objected to the British presence in Ireland. Harry Loughlin, an Irish soldier with a British Expeditionary Force unit, confessed that he did not 'in the least sympathise with the sentences passed upon the Sinn Féiners'. 61 Several volunteers went as far as to call into question their part in the war effort on the British side: 'It was a rude awakening, guns being fired at the people of my own race by soldiers of the same army with which I was serving.' 62 Nationalist recruits began to weigh the implications of their enlistment. Their commitment to the British crown by no means implied unconditional loyalty. As Thomas Hennessy has pointed out, in relation to the aftermath of the 1916 Rising, 'When the British authorities responded with coercive measures, these could more easily be associated with older and stronger nationalist myths of British oppression.' 63 In short, there is evidence to suggest that the rebels' executions caused indignation among nationalist recruits and among Irish soldiers who were members of the British Expeditionary Force.
Almost all the comments on the part of nationalist Irish soldiers condemning the executions of the 1916 rebels and expressing a sense of angst in reaction to the repression carried out by the British Government are to be found in memoirs published after the First World War. It would be unwise to engage in a study of the reaction of Irish troops without acknowledging this point. Soldiers could not always articulate their sense of despair and frustration at the time. Irish soldiers in units commanded by English, Canadian or South African officers such as the 7 th Leinsters, the 6 th Connaught Rangers, and the 9 th Royal Dublin Fusiliers certainly refrained from expressing their political views publicly. The intriguing silence of some battalions might in part be explained by the soldiers' reluctance to reveal their personal views before their commanding officers. Only after the war did they feel entitled and safe to confess what they had felt in the aftermath of the Rising. In addition, the 'military censor sometimes monitored the mail of Irish soldiers with a view to uncovering "disloyal" sentiments'. 64 This might explain the absence of pro-Rebellion testimonies. Whether influenced by a mechanism that prevented their openly giving voice to their support for the rebels, or as a result of a genuine indifference to the events in Ireland, the silence of some Irish soldiers and officers must be decrypted. Bearing in mind that 'Irish soldiers were tried by court martial for offences where an English soldier would simply have appeared before his CO', 65 Irish nationalists might have internalised their sympathies for the 1916 rebels from fear of possible repercussions. Furthermore, the mistrust of the British authorities, who feared a possible breach of duty by Irish units, equally contributed to the silence and the unease of Irish units.
On 28 April 1916, the British Government forbade front-line Irish soldiers from returning to Ireland on leave. 66 The military staff ordered the 2 nd Royal Irish Regiment to stay in reserve for two weeks for fear of an adverse front line reaction. 67 The In May 1916, the 16 th Division received 'an unusual number of visits from highranking officers' travelling from England to gauge the morale of the battalions. 69 In June 1916, the War Office ordered the commanding officer of the 1 st Irish Guards to return to London in order to assess the possible impact of the Rising on his men. 70 The War Office urgently needed to ascertain whether the uprising had affected the soldiers' loyalty during wartime. As Terence Denman has commented, the Easter Rising had aroused 'widespread suspicion of southern Irish troops among certain sections of the military high command', who openly confessed their mistrust towards regular Irish battalions. 71 
V
Pioneering studies have shown how Irish soldiers were 'too frequently portrayed as excitable, gullible and incorrigibly ill-disciplined'. 72 These works have asserted that the 1916 Rebellion intensified pre-existing discrimination against Irish troops.
73 After two gas attacks on 27 and 29 April 1916, several British officers alleged indiscipline on the part of the Irish soldiers to justify the high casualties. Denman has commented that the 'criticisms of the 16 th Division at Hulluch are typical of the malicious stories often spread about Irish soldiers'. 74 Historians have concluded that 'post 1916 events in Ireland appear to have soured wider attitudes to Irish soldiers'. 75 However, most criticisms in the aftermath of the Rebellion targeted only the rebels. 'I hope they will shoot the Dublin rioters', lamented a captain in the 4 th King's Liverpool Regiment.
76
A second lieutenant fighting with the 8 th York Regiment wrote that: 'I hope anyway they will have the sense to squash the Sinn Féiners once and for all'. 77 While the Rising certainly heightened suspicion and contempt on the part of the War Office, front-line British men and officers did not in fact harass front-line Irish troops in the immediate aftermath of the uprising. Whereas such criticism initially targeted only the architects of the 1916 Rebellion, the 1917-18 conscription crisis resulted in the singling out of battalions for reproach. Only after the conscription crisis did British soldiers harass and taunt their Irish brothers-in-arms. In this respect, the role of the 1916 Rising has been overestimated, while the influence of the anti-conscription movement has been misunderstood.
Adopting a series of tactics ranging from minor provocations to serious defamation, several British officers and men purposely targeted Irish units from 1917 onwards. As Denman puts it, at the end of 1917 'a widespread campaign against the Catholic Irish soldier gathered momentum. He was seen as a potential rebel liable to be seduced by the wiles and plots of Sinn Féin and Germans'. him. An English reserve officer felt less concerned by the Germans than by the possibility of being stabbed in the back by one of his own regiment's Irish soldiers. 80 These comments aimed at destabilising the position of Irish soldiers and making them feel uncomfortable. In the mind of the reserve officer, Irish soldiers were rapidly becoming potential traitors.
However, there is evidence to suggest that the conscription crisis of 1918 rendered Irish soldiers particularly vulnerable to mistrust and abuse. In 1916, Ireland had been exempted from the military service bill, whereas conscription had been implemented in Great Britain. However, in April 1918, a series of factors convinced the British government of the necessity of imposing conscription in Ireland. Several factors helped to determine the decision of the British authorities: the disastrous losses suffered by the British army after the battles of the Somme in 1916 and Passchendaele in 1917, the peace treaty between Germany and Russia at the beginning of 1918, which in theory meant that all of the German divisions fighting in the east could be transferred to the west, and, finally, pressure from the French who were anxiously pleading with the British to send more troops to the Western Front. Furthermore, in such a delicate and final phase, British public opinion 'would simply not have accepted that Ireland would be exempted from compulsory military service'. 84 Several British soldiers condemned the selfishness of the Irish, 'the spoilt child of the family who kicks at England as a kid in a temper kicks his nurse' and felt that Irish citizens were duty bound to help the war effort. 93 It exposed the multifaceted motivations and expectations that had inspired Irish recruits to join the war effort. While British units did indeed register the consequences of the Rebellion, they began targeting their Irish brothers-in-arms after Irish M.P.s reaffirmed their opposition to conscription. With the deepening of the political crisis, a number of Irish battalions attracted suspicion, leaving soldiers open to displays of resentment and mistrust on the part of their British comrades. It is essential that historians take account of the hardships the Irish endured at the hands of the Germans, the despondency of Irish units in the aftermath of the Rising, and also the pressures they were placed under by their fellow soldiers during the conscription crisis in Ireland. The impact of crucial events such as the 1914 home rule crisis and the conscription crisis have tended to be overlooked, left in the shadow of the overwhelming influence of the 1916 Rebellion. 92 Grayson, Belfast boys, p. 102. 93 Morrissey, 'A lost heritage', p. 83. The author of the article would like to express his gratitude to the French Ministry of Defence and to the Irish Research Council for their funding, without which it would have been impossible to conduct his research.
